Methods for exploring heterogeneity in meta-analysis.
In meta-analysis, when the difference in results between studies is greater than would be expected by chance, one needs to investigate whether the observed variation in results across studies is associated with clinical and/or methodological differences between studies. This article reviews methods used in meta-analysis for exploring heterogeneity, including statistical tests for homogeneity, methods for visually displaying results of primary studies, methods for reducing heterogeneity, methods for investigating sources of heterogeneity, and identification of moderator variables or effect modifiers. The investigation of sources of heterogeneity in meta-analysis is by nature exploratory, and therefore its results should always be interpreted with caution. However, careful investigation of heterogeneity may provide an important second level of evidence that can be useful in suggesting direction of future research. Sometimes, it may provide clinically important results by indicating who might benefit more or less from a treatment or how an intervention should be applied.